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The incessant hum of the fluorescent lights above me feels like it's drilling a hole straight through my skull. I can't help but let out a soft groan, slouched in my ergonomic chair that has never quite lived up to its name. My gaze drifts across the sea of gray cubicles surrounding me—a monotonous maze of fabric walls and the occasional family photo pinned haphazardly to a board.

I'm Alex, by the way. Just another faceless drone in this corporate hive.

My fingers move on autopilot, clicking from one cell to the next in the spreadsheet that holds less interest to me than watching paint dry. It's all numbers and projections, profit margins and expenses—stuff that's supposed to matter but feels so detached from anything real.

I steal a glance at the clock again, the minutes crawling by with the enthusiasm of a snail on sedatives. 4:53 PM. Seven more minutes of feigned productivity before I can slip away from this beige prison. I click through another tab, formulas cascading down the screen without meaning, without purpose.

"Come on," I mutter under my breath, willing the hands of the clock to move faster. They don't listen, of course; they're as indifferent to my plight as I am to these endless columns of data.

Another click, another cell filled with a number that won't mean a thing when the world comes crashing down. Because deep down, in a place I don't like to acknowledge, I know this can't be everything life has to offer. There has to be more than just this... repetition.

But for now, I wait, counting down the seconds until I can escape.

The fading light of the dying day cast a golden hue across the cityscape visible from my office window. I leaned back in my chair, eyes tracing the outline of distant buildings that scraped the sky with their ambition. My thoughts drifted like the clouds above, untethered from the spreadsheets and reports, yearning for a taste of the unknown.

"Imagine," I whispered to myself, "scaling those peaks, uncovering secrets hidden away from this monotonous existence." In my mind's eye, I was no longer Alex the analyst but Alex the explorer, charting lost civilizations, or fighting against all odds to survive in some untamed wilderness. The adrenaline coursed through my veins at the very thought, a stark contrast to the lifeless office air.

"Hey, Alex?"

The voice yanked me back to reality, as sudden and unwelcome as a splash of cold water. I turned, and there stood Sarah, her brow furrowed over a stack of papers clutched in her arms.

"Did you get a chance to look at the Henderson file? We need to update the forecast based on the new numbers they sent over," she said, oblivious to the internal odyssey from which she'd pulled me.

"Uh, yeah, sure," I replied, scrambling mentally to switch gears. "I'll have it on your desk by the end of the day."

"Great, thanks." She flashed a quick, perfunctory smile before turning back to her own cubicle, leaving me to mourn the adventure that could have been.

I forced my attention back to the glaring screen, numbers swimming before my eyes. Sarah lingered nearby, her presence a reminder of the world I couldn't quite connect with.

"Hey," she said again, this time with a hint of hesitation. "You okay? You seemed...somewhere else."

"Fine," I replied, my voice measured but empty. "Just tired, you know how it is." The lie tasted bland on my tongue. Tired was not the word for the restlessness that gnawed at me, the hunger for something beyond these gray walls.

"Totally get it," she answered with a nod that seemed to carry the weight of all our unspoken conversations. We were like two actors, reciting lines we'd learned by heart, playing parts in a script devoid of passion or intrigue.

"Thanks for understanding," I managed to say, though understanding was the last thing I felt we shared. With a half-hearted wave, I watched Sarah retreat into the maze of cubicles, her silhouette blending in with the others—indistinct and distant.

As the office clock signaled the end of another day, I collected my belongings, the hum of fluorescent lights buzzing a farewell dirge above me. Exiting the building, I stepped into a world draped in twilight, the city's pulse a dull throb against my yearning for escape.

My footsteps echoed through the emptying streets until I reached the familiar door of my small apartment. Inside, the clutter greeted me like an old friend—video game consoles tangled in their cords, stacks of DVDs spilling from shelves, each one a portal to the fantastic realms I could only visit in my imagination.

"Home," I muttered, dropping my keys onto the counter. The space was a shrine to my digital obsessions, a testament to the life I led between reality and pixels. I kicked off my shoes and navigated through the mess, the tangible evidence of my solitary existence surrounding me like a comfort blanket woven from dreams and escapism.

The evening stretched out before me, an expanse of hours to fill with the flicker of screens and the whisper of imagined adventures. I sighed, longing for the day when the stories I lost myself in would be more than just echoes of a life I wished to lead.

With a flick of the wrist, I awakened my gaming console from its electronic slumber, its power button glowing like a beacon in the dim room. The familiar chime echoed through my apartment, a clarion call summoning me to another reality. My heart raced in anticipation as I sank into the worn grooves of my couch, the controller an extension of my own flesh and bone.

"Here we go," I whispered, my breath hitching as the title screen erupted across the television. 'Dead Reckoning' emblazoned in blood-red letters against a backdrop of desolation. For a moment, the outside world melted away, replaced by the stark landscape of a civilization undone, where only the strongest—or the most cunning—survived.

My avatar, a grizzled survivor with scars etched deep into his digital skin, stood ready at my command. Together, we ventured into the ruins of what was once a bustling city, now a graveyard of twisted steel and shattered dreams. The stale air of the apartment mingled with the imagined stench of decay that filled the game's atmosphere, the line between the two worlds blurring as I delved deeper into the fantasy.

A horde of virtual zombies shambled into view, their grotesque forms a patchwork of rotting flesh and ravenous hunger. I leaned forward, my fingers dancing across the buttons with practiced ease. Gunshots rang out from the speakers, each one a satisfying symphony of survival as I mowed down the undead assailants.

"Take that!" I shouted triumphantly, a grin spreading across my face as my on-screen persona leapt over obstacles, dodged gnashing teeth, and dispatched foes with lethal precision. The thrill of the hunt, the adrenaline of near misses, and the sweet victory of each cleared level fed the void within me, a void that yearned for such exploits beyond the confines of my living room.

But outside, beyond the walls of my sanctuary, reality was shifting. A distant commotion crept into my awareness, an undercurrent beneath the digital gunfire and triumphant music. Sirens wailed far off, an incongruous soundtrack to my virtual conquests. Yet I remained oblivious, too engrossed in the game to heed their warning.

"Alex?" A voice called out, but it was not from the game. It was distant, muffled—unimportant. I ignored it, my focus unbreakable as my character dove into an abandoned building, the sounds of chaos growing louder. "Alex, something's happening!"

It was then that I felt it—a tremor, both in the game and underfoot. An earthquake? No, this was something else, something... alive. But my gaze stayed locked on the screen, my thumbs working furiously to navigate the labyrinthine corridors of the game world, even as the real one began to crumble.

The distant moans from the television melded seamlessly with the groans of digital undead I was decimating on-screen. "Survival of the Fittest" - the show that had become my nightly ritual, played out its drama behind the flickering light of my focused gaming session. Its gritty narrative, a bleak tableau of humanity's desperate struggle against the zombie plague, served as little more than white noise to my concentrated gameplay.

"Can't trust anyone anymore, not in this world," grumbled the grizzled protagonist of the TV drama, his voice barely cutting through my concentration. Yet, there was comfort in the familiarity, the way his sentiment echoed the lone-wolf approach I adopted in my own game. The synergy between the two apocalyptic visions wasn't lost on me; it was as if one fed into the other, blurring the lines of where one ended and the other began.

I half-glanced at the screen when the show's heroine executed a daring escape, her narrow evasion mirroring my own character's agile maneuvers. The resonance was uncanny, a mirrored dance of survival between fiction and pixelated fantasy. Her breathless 'thank you' to a companion sounded just as my game character received a rare assist from an AI partner.

"Never know when your time's up," she gasped on the screen, her words syncing with a close-call on my game where a zombie nearly claimed my character's life. I chuckled quietly, my thumb grazing the pause button before deciding against it. The show would have to wait; I could catch the rerun or stream it later. Right now, surviving this level felt like the only thing that mattered.

The shriek pierced the air, a sharp contrast to the artificial groans coming from my speakers. I tensed, fingers hovering over the controller as another scream—this one undeniably real—reverberated through the windowpane. My avatar stood motionless on the screen amidst a horde of pixelated zombies, a forgotten hero in a suddenly inconsequential quest.

"Must be some kind of street performance," I mumbled to myself, trying to dismiss the chills crawling up my spine. But the sirens that followed, distant yet insistent, weren't part of any act. They wailed with an urgency that clawed at my senses, pulling me away from the comfort of my digital escape.

"Alex, you hearing this?" It was Sarah's voice in my head, her mundane question from earlier now taking on a haunting prescience.

"Focus," I whispered. With a reluctant thumb, I paused the game and peeled myself away from the couch, compelled by a mix of curiosity and an unnerving sense of duty to investigate.

As I approached the window, the evening sky was strobe-lit by red and blue flashes. I pressed my forehead against the cool glass, peering down into the twilight pandemonium unfolding below. What I saw wasn't a scene from any script or coded enemy pattern—it was raw chaos.

Neighbors, who just this morning had collected their mail and walked their dogs, now staggered with a grotesque gait, their forms twisted and jerky in ways that defied human mechanics. One woman, Mrs. Henderson from 3B, lunged after Mr. Jacobs, the night security guard, her teeth sinking into his arm. His scream was primal, a sound that singed itself into my memory, branding the night with its terror.

"Jesus..." My voice was a hoarse whisper, a stark contrast to the confident commands I'd been issuing to virtual comrades moments ago. The TV droned on, the drama's fictional horrors playing out with eerie mimicry to the scene outside.

"Cut! Beautiful take!" cheered the director on the show, but there was no one to call cut here, no retakes in the gruesome scenario unraveling before me.

I stumbled backward, tripping over a pile of DVDs. The plastic cases clattered against the floor, their noise inconsequential amid the growing cacophony of despair beyond the walls of my apartment.

"Can't trust anyone anymore, not in this world." The protagonist's line from the show echoed mockingly in my skull as I struggled to process the impossible. Outside my window, the dead were walking, and the line between fiction and reality hadn't just blurred—it had been obliterated.

Alex

The rhythmic clacking of my keyboard was the only thing keeping time's creeping hand in check. I tapped away at the reports, each keystroke a monotonous echo in the otherwise silent office space. From the corner of my eye, the clock on the wall taunted me with its snail-paced movement. 4:58 PM. Just a couple more minutes until freedom—or at least, whatever semblance of it awaited beyond these glass-paneled walls.

"Another day, another dollar," I muttered under my breath, a wry smile briefly crossing my face. The phrase was something Dad used to say, back when the world made a bit more sense.

Outside, the city's pulse thrummed with a restlessness that had become the new normal. Sirens wailed in the distance, the sequence of urgent cries growing more familiar with each passing day. I couldn't help but wonder what calamity they raced towards this time.

Lifting my gaze from the glaring brightness of the computer screen, I peered through the tinted window beside my desk. The streets, once veins pumping with life, now felt like arteries clogging with tension and uncertainty.

I tried to refocus on the spreadsheet before me. Numbers blurred into indecipherable shapes as my concentration waned. It was then that the muted drone of the news anchor filtered through the low hum of the office air conditioning. "...unconfirmed reports of violent outbursts," the voice said, static crinkling beneath the report like a warning sizzle before a flame ignites. "Authorities are urging citizens to stay vigilant."

A chill crept up my spine, and I rubbed my arms, trying to shake off the unease that settled over me like a cold shroud. Vigilant? That word carried more weight these days than it ever did before. It meant scouring the crowds for signs of distress, eyes darting to abandoned bags or unattended vehicles, minds always anticipating the next bad thing.

"Probably just another false alarm," I whispered, almost convincing myself. Yet, the disquiet lodged itself deep in my stomach, coiling there like a serpent biding its time.

"Come on, Alex, just a few more minutes," I urged myself, though my focus was already splintered by the distant chaos that seemed to inch closer every minute.

"Stay calm," I thought, not sure if I was speaking to the city or to myself. After all, in a world teetering on the edge, any one of us could be the push that sends it spiraling into the abyss.

A shrill scream shattered the artificial calm of the office, slicing through the murmurs and clacking keyboards. I jerked upright, heart hammering against my ribs, as more shouts followed—a cacophony of confusion and horror that swelled like a wave about to crash over everything I thought was just a regular Thursday.

"Help! Someone, please—"

"Get off me!"

"Call 911!"

The words were disjointed shouts that ricocheted around the cubicle walls, too sudden and fragmented for me to piece together into something coherent, something real. My breath hitched as I stood, peering over the divider, searching for the source of the panic.

"Alex, what's going on?" Janet from accounting appeared at her cubicle entrance, her face a mask of fear that mirrored my own. Our eyes locked, both hunting for answers where there were none.

"Stay back," I said, not really knowing why, only that every instinct screamed it was important.

Then I saw him—Tom from marketing, a guy who joked about fantasy football and complained about Mondays, now staggering down the aisle. But he wasn't Tom anymore. His eyes... God, his eyes were empty, bloodshot orbs that didn't see. His mouth hung open, revealing a crimson mess where he'd been someone's feast.

"Jesus..." The word escaped my lips as I stumbled back, disbelief rooting me in place while chaos erupted around me.

"Alex, that’s—"

"Tom," I finished for Janet, but the name felt wrong now. It belonged to the living, breathing colleague who would never walk these halls again.

He lunged, hands outstretched toward Sarah, the intern, her screams rising above the din as he clawed at her. Her blouse tore, dark stains blooming across the fabric as she fell backward, her attacker relentless.

"Sarah!" I shouted, voice lost as others joined the fray, their humanity slipping away with each bite, each scratch, each scream. This couldn't be happening. This was insanity, a nightmare spilling over into daylight.

"Get away from her!" someone yelled, a vague figure rushing past, blurring the lines between friend and foe, prey and predator.

"Stay calm," I muttered to myself, not sure if it was a mantra or a plea. In the grip of terror, my mind fought to process the surreal horror unfolding before me. The world had tipped on its axis, and I along with it, plummeting into an abyss of the unknown, the unthinkable.

I spun on my heel, heart racing as the primal urge to flee took hold. "This is real," I gasped, the words a cold splash of reality across my face. My desk, once a sanctuary of spreadsheets and routine emails, was now an anchor in a sea of madness. I snatched my backpack from beneath it, the familiar weight oddly comforting amidst the pandemonium.

"Alex!" cried a voice, distant yet urgent. It could've been Janet or maybe Mark, but there was no time to discern—it was every person for themselves. With a quick zip, my laptop was secured, the action automatic, though the thought of work was now absurd.

"Move, move, move," I chanted under my breath, dodging a flailing arm as I made for the exit. The office—a maze of cubicles and ergonomic chairs—transformed into treacherous terrain. Desks became barricades, overturned as makeshift shields by those trying to protect themselves from... from what? From coworkers who were no longer coworkers; they were something else entirely.

"Out of my way!" I shoved past a cluster of bodies, a tangle of fear and confusion blocking the path to the elevator bank. An idea struck me with the force of a thunderbolt: the stairs. Less chance of being cornered, more control over my descent into this new hellscape.

"Sorry!" I didn't mean to knock Ellen from accounting off her feet, but survival dulled the edges of civility. She scrambled up, her eyes wide with terror that mirrored my own, and we ran together, a temporary alliance forged in flight.

"Watch out!" Ellen's scream was a split-second warning before a figure emerged from an alcove. Not Ellen, not me, but one of Them. Its suit was torn, its movements jerky and unnatural. I swerved, narrowly avoiding its grasp, my breath coming in ragged bursts.

"Keep going!" I urged, pushing through the double doors to the stairwell, the thudding of my footsteps drowned out by the cacophony of chaos that echoed behind me. The building seemed to groan with the weight of the unfolding disaster, each step down a descent into uncertainty.

"Stay alive," I whispered, the mantra propelling me forward, downward, away from the carnage above.

I slammed the stairwell door behind me, the echo of its closing a brief respite from the madness. My breath came in heavy gasps, my mind racing as much as my heart. But there was no time to rest; they were coming, and I needed something—anything—to defend myself.

"Think, Alex, think!" I muttered under my breath. My eyes darted around, scanning the grey concrete space for something to use as a weapon. The maintenance closet! I dashed towards it, yanking open the door. Inside, a symphony of potential salvation: mops, brooms...and then, like a beacon of hope, a red fire extinguisher.

"Perfect." Gripping it with both hands, I hefted the weighty cylinder and turned just in time to face one of the undead stumbling through the doorway I'd left unsecured. Its eyes—a sickly, milky white—were fixed on me with hunger. Without a second thought, I swung the extinguisher like a club, connecting with a hollow thud against the creature's head. It crumpled to the ground, lifeless once more.

But there was no victory in this—the stairwell was filling with people, a river of panic flowing down the steps. Their cries and footsteps reverberated off the walls, a chaotic symphony that drowned out any sense of individuality. Yet in that moment, I became acutely aware of Ellen's presence beside me, her breathing as ragged as mine.

"Come on," I said, barely recognizing my own voice, hoarse with fear. "We stick together."

"Okay," she replied, her nod almost imperceptible in the dim light.

We joined the mass exodus, descending step by step. With the fire extinguisher still clutched in my grip, I felt marginally safer—a fleeting illusion of control amidst the bedlam. Each landing we passed was another small victory, but I knew the real test was waiting for us at the bottom: the city streets, where anarchy reigned supreme.

"Keep moving!" I heard someone shout from below, their voice laced with desperation.

"Watch your back!" another screamed, a warning punctuated by the sound of bodies colliding, flesh tearing.

The stairwell had become a battleground, every person fending for themselves yet bound by the collective instinct to survive. And there, amidst the chaos, Ellen and I descended, our fates now intertwined in this dance of death and survival.

Ellen's hand gripped mine with a ferocity born of terror as we stumbled down the stairwell, her presence a constant reminder that I wasn't alone in this nightmare. The cacophony from above cascaded down after us—a chilling chorus of human panic and the inhuman snarls of those who'd once been colleagues, friends. Step by step, floor by floor, the screams chased us, a relentless soundtrack to our descent.

"Keep close," I gasped, my voice barely audible over the roar of chaos. My other hand still clutched the fire extinguisher, its weight both a burden and a lifeline.

"Alex," Ellen's voice trembled, "it's like... it's like hell is reaching for us."

I couldn't disagree. Each growl seemed closer than the last, an auditory illusion that tightened the noose of fear around my neck. We were caught in the gravity of the situation, pulled inexorably downwards, each landing passed not a respite but a marker of how far we had yet to go.

My breaths came in ragged tugs, lungs burning as if scorched by the very air we were descending into. I could feel Ellen's pulse racing against my palm, a staccato beat that matched the frenzied drumming of my own heart.

"Focus on the steps," I told her, trying to sound more confident than I felt. "Just one at a time."

But beneath the thin veneer of control, panic clawed at my insides. With every downward step, the darkness of the stairwell seemed to press closer, as if the shadows themselves were alive, feeding off our fear. I tried to shove the terror aside, to barricade it behind mental walls, but it was like holding back the tide with my bare hands.

"Almost there," I lied—or maybe I was just trying to convince myself. The ground floor loomed as both salvation and damnation, the threshold between the known horror within and the unknown chaos without.

"Alex," Ellen squeezed my hand tighter, pulling me back from the edge of my spiraling thoughts. There was strength in her grip, a silent pact between us that neither would let the other succumb to despair.

We rounded another bend in the stairwell, the dim emergency lights casting long, dancing shadows as the people ahead of us moved in a frantic rhythm. Every instinct screamed to run, to push through the crowd and flee this concrete tomb, but reason—barely clinging on—urged caution. To rush was to risk a fall, to become just another obstacle for those behind us.

"Stay steady," I muttered, repeating it like a mantra. The words were a fragile shield against the onslaught of dread that threatened to dismantle my resolve piece by piece. But I held onto them, onto Ellen, onto the hope that survival was more than just a fool's errand.

The stairs continued to unwind beneath our feet, the promise of escape a siren call that was fraught with peril. And with each step, we moved not just away from the horror, but also towards the uncertainty of what lay beyond.

The stairwell spiraled down into madness, the cacophony of terror a relentless assault on the senses. I tried to keep my breaths even, but the air was thick with panic. Ellen's presence was the only certainty in a world that had turned upside down in the span of heartbeats.

"Almost there," she gasped, her voice barely audible over the chaos that surrounded us.

We were near the bottom now, the final descent. The flickering lights did little to pierce the oppressive darkness that seemed to cling to every corner. And then it happened—a snarl erupted from the shadows just steps ahead. It was raw, guttural, a sound that spoke of insatiable hunger.

Time slowed as I saw it—a flash of decaying flesh and bloodied teeth. A former human, its eyes now void of any soul, lunged from the gloom with outstretched hands aiming for my throat. I reeled back, tripping over my own feet, my heart thundering against my chest like a caged animal desperate for escape.

"Alex!" Ellen screamed, and in the split-second of distraction, the zombie stumbled forward, its fingers grazing the fabric of my shirt.

Adrenaline surged through me, and survival instinct took over. I grabbed the handrail, swinging myself around and kicking out wildly. My foot connected with the creature's knee, and I heard the sickening crunch of bone. It collapsed with a howl of rage, snapping at the air where I had been moments before.

"Move, move!" Ellen's voice cut through my shock, and I found my legs again, pushing off the wall and sprinting down the last few steps. The ground floor loomed ahead, a gateway to the unknown chaos of the city.

We burst through the door, and the daylight hit me like a physical force. My lungs heaved for air, the taste of freedom bittersweet on my tongue. But there was no time to savor it; the streets were a tableau of destruction.

Cars lay abandoned, their doors ajar, alarms blaring into the indifferent sky. Debris littered the asphalt, the remnants of a society that had crumbled in an instant. And among the wreckage, they moved—the undead, their moans a haunting melody to the apocalypse.

"Keep going!" Ellen shouted, her hand once again finding mine, pulling me forward. We wove between the obstacles, our footsteps echoing in the eerie silence that fell between the screams.

Exhaustion clawed at my muscles, each movement an effort of will. But I ran, because stopping meant death. The city was no longer home—it was a graveyard, and we were the living trespassers, fighting to remain amongst the living.

"Left, here!" I called out, spotting an alley that might offer temporary respite. We darted into the narrow passage, the sounds of pursuit fading behind us, if only for a moment.

Leaning against the cold brick, I allowed myself a single deep breath. We were alive, against all odds. But the reprieve was fleeting; this was but the first chapter in a tale of survival yet unwritten.

"Go, go, go!" Ellen's voice was a beacon in the fog of panic, her figure a silhouette against the chaos. I matched her pace, every cell in my body screaming for respite. We were two threads in the city's unraveling tapestry, our storylines interwoven by survival.

The city's cacophony had become our soundtrack—the wail of sirens, the shattering of glass, the relentless growls of the undead. The ground beneath my feet felt unstable, as if reality itself were crumbling.

"Ellen, wait!" My voice was hoarse, strained from exertion and terror. She skidded to a halt, turning to face me with eyes wide and shimmering with unshed tears. Her perspective merged with mine, fear the common thread binding us.

"Alex, we can't stop. You know that," she panted, urgency etched into every line of her face. But then her gaze shifted, looking past me, and her expression morphed from desperation to something else—hope.

I followed her line of sight. In the distance, through the smog of destruction, there were lights—steady and inviting. Could it be?

"Is that...?" My question trailed off as I squinted, trying to make sense of the vision.

"Looks like a safe zone," Ellen whispered, disbelief coloring her tone. "They've barricaded part of downtown."

I took a moment to process the revelation. A sanctuary amid the devastation? It seemed too good to be true. Yet, there they were—figures moving with purpose, fortifying a perimeter. Survivors.

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," I cautioned, a lifetime of skepticism curbing my optimism. "Could be another trap."

"Or our only chance." Ellen's words hung in the air, heavy with implication. Together, we'd faced down death more times than I cared to count. Now, hope dangled before us, fragile and untested.

"Alright," I agreed, my resolve hardening. Whatever lay ahead, I knew one truth: we couldn't stay here. With a nod, we set off toward the distant promise of refuge, each step an act of faith.

As the silhouettes became clearer, questions swirled in my mind. Who were these survivors? What awaited us behind those walls? Safety? Community? Or merely a new set of dangers?

My heart pounded in rhythm with our footfalls. Ellen and I exchanged a glance—a silent pact between souls intertwined by fate. We were committed now, our paths converging on this sliver of hope amidst the apocalypse.

And then, just as we neared the edge of what could be salvation or damnation, a single, chilling howl split the night—a harbinger of peril from the shadows at our backs.

"Run!" Ellen's command tore through the hesitation, propelling us forward into an uncertain future. As the chapter of our flight through the dead city came to a close, a new one trembled on the horizon, the page ready to turn.

The cacophony of terror sliced through my dreams, jolting me awake. I lay there for a heartbeat, disoriented, the screams outside my window clawing their way into my consciousness. This wasn't a nightmare; it was reality unraveling. The outbreak they'd whispered about on the news had slammed into my doorstep with the subtlety of a sledgehammer.

"Shit," I hissed, throwing the covers off and leaping out of bed. My mind raced as I yanked open the closet, grabbing the backpack I'd prepared when the first rumors started—a madman's precaution that now felt like prescience. It was loaded with the essentials: water, non-perishables, a flashlight, batteries, a first-aid kit, and an extra set of clothes. Survival 101, they say.

My hand wrapped around the strap, and I slung the bag over my shoulder, muscles tensing for what I'd face beyond the safety of my four walls. I inched towards the exit, each step heavy with dread. "Be smart, Alex," I muttered to myself. "You've read all the stories, seen all the films. Don't be the idiot who gets bitten opening his own front door."

I reached for the doorknob, heart pounding against my ribcage like a caged animal desperate to escape. The metal was cold under my clammy palm as I twisted it slowly, inch by agonizing inch. I nudged the door open, ready to slip through the gap, but fate had other plans.

"Jesus!" I recoiled as Mr. Henderson—no, what used to be Mr. Henderson—lurched at me, his eyes milky white and jaw snapping hungrily. Panic surged, but so did adrenaline. This was life or death—the most primal dance—and I wasn't ready to be anyone's last meal.

There was no time to think. My gaze flicked to the red canister by the door, the one I’d walked past a thousand times without a second glance. A fire extinguisher. In a flash, my fingers closed around its handle, and I swung it with all the force pent-up survival instinct could muster.

The extinguisher connected with a sickening crunch, and Mr. Henderson’s head snapped back. He stumbled, a grotesque parody of drunkenness, and collapsed in a heap. I didn’t stop to watch him fall; I was already sprinting down the corridor.

"Keep moving, keep alive," I panted, the mantra repeating in my head as I left my former neighbor twitching on the floor. There was no space for remorse, not in this new world that waited for no one—especially not a man with only a backpack and the will to live.

The hallway was a nightmare funhouse, with doors hanging off hinges and the stench of decay clawing at my nostrils. I stayed low, moving on instinct. Ahead, Mrs. Jamison's door stood ajar, her shrill voice piercing the chaos as she shouted for her cat. Beyond her threshold, the silhouette of her husband, now one of them, moved in a disjointed stagger.

"Shit," I murmured, pressing myself against the cool wall plastered with peeling wallpaper that seemed to mock the normality we had lost overnight. I couldn't help her—not without risking becoming what Mr. Jamison had become. With a pang of guilt, I slipped by, praying she’d have the sense to hide.

I reached the stairwell, heart hammering, only to freeze as another scream echoed from below. There were more down there; I could hear the guttural moans, like the soundtrack to the end of the world. Taking the stairs wasn't an option anymore. I backtracked, heading for the service elevator—risky, but it was a risk I had to take.
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